
Poetry (5)       Dr. Nagla      3rd  year      2nd term
*********************************************************************************  

What is the intention behind writing this poem?

Why Tennyson wrote Ulysses in this time? 

       Tennyson mentioned that he wrote Ulysses to push forward in life. He tried to overcome his grief and live his life. When Tennyson heard about his close friend's sudden death, this caused him to grieve for a long time. So, this was his intention behind writing the poem. Because he was very sad because of the death of his friend, but life has to go on and continue. Tennyson made use of the story of Ulysses which he borrows from two sources. What are the two sources of Ulysses ? 

1- Homer's Odysseys.                                      2-  Dante's Inferno. 
Who was Ulysses?
       Ulysses was a Greek hero of war. He fought several wars. He was fighting against some of the gods especially, Poseidon, the God of the seas. Poseidon punished him by making him stay in the sea for a long time. He could not go home after he finished war. After the war he was victorious and he wanted to go back home, but Poseidon was angry with him, so he kept delaying the arrival of Ulysses' ship to the shore.
Who was Penelope?
       Penelope, his wife was home, and when he was absent for a long time, many suitors asked for her hand in marriage. But she was faithful to her husband and she did not agree. But because at that time, women were not allowed to refuse, she invented trick. She said that she is going to embroider a tapestry and once she will finish this piece of art, she will choose one of the suitors. She would stay all day embroidering, and when night comes and people go to sleep, she would undo what she had done in the morning. 
       So, she kept on weaving and weaving without finish. Ulysses stayed away for 20 years, some of them were in the war, and some of them were on the sea.  Eventually, he could come back to home, finding his wife waiting for him, not married. She is the symbol of fidelity, faithfulness, and loving wife. According to Tennyson, this fits the picture of the Victorian ideals of women, how women were looked at, how women were supposed to be. Women in the Victorian age were supposed to stay at home, waiting for their husbands. 
How does Ulysses fit as representative of Tennyson himself? 
       Ulysses, after coming back home, started to feel bored, because he was not used to staying doing nothing. All what he had to do was govern the island as he was the king of the island. But as a warrior, he became restless and bored. He resented this quiet kind of wife. 
Why he called his wife (my old wife)?
      Although he was happy with the fidelity of his wife, he called her my old wife. Because after his return, he found her an old woman who is not as young and beautiful as she was. He discovers that this is not the domestic kind of life that he wished to live the rest of his. Though he was an old man, he had to look for something to keep him going. From there, Tennyson was looking for a resemblance, because he himself did not like his life after his friend's death. 
       Also he was in away criticizing the industrial life of people of his time, that they were only directed in one direction which is not correct. So, he was taking an example from Ulysses to push on and live his life.

        The last sentence of this poem became immortal for people who want to continue on life……Why? Because after the death of his friend, Tennyson hated his life, so he was looking for something that would change his attitude and make him find something better to do in life.  
        Homer's Odyssey was written before 700 AC .It had the story of Ulysses. Tennyson took the idea of coming back home and being restless, bored. But he comes back after fighting in the Trojan Wars for ten years, and then he was lost in sea after another 10 years. So his life during these 20 years was a continuous life of battles and action. 
       He is used to this kind of life. When he came back, he found his faithful wife and his son who grew old. While he was absent, his son was managing the island. When he came and found his son governing the island and doing good, he thought of leaving the island to his son and coming back to the sea. So, he gave up his responsibility as a king and escaped to the sea. He is not going back to war, but he is going back to the life of the adventure, of the unknown.  
       Here we have two ideas, the idea of staying restless, doing no thing, living an easy domestic life or escaping to the unknown. Life of the sea is not an easy life; it is a life that is full of adventure. 
The poem is divided into four stanzas;-

1- Two of them represent one state.

2-  While the other two represent the other state. 
       The state of staying, being happy in a domestic life, or the other state of going through adventure, represented by the mariners, and by how he is addressing the sailors who were fighting with him and who were on sea with him.
       The poem is also showing his emotions towards his late friend who died. In  his memoirs, Tennyson commented on the Ulysses poem saying, " the poem  gave my feeling about going forward and braving the struggle of life" This is what he intended when he wrote the poem,(1) to push forward,(2) to look for the adventure, (3) to look for the unknown. As Ulysses considered his life on the island as dead life and going back to the sea is what will give him real life. 
What is the form of this poem?

What is the famous form of writing of the Victorian poetry?
       The poem is a dramatic monologue. Dramatic monologue was a very famous form of writing of the Victorian poetry. Many poets of that time used it. The poem is written in blank verse. Tennyson makes use of the heroic admiration of the character of Ulysses" to strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield".
   We have a short stanza of five lines. In the poem. 
We have four movements. 
1- The first movement of the poem shows us his domestic life, what happened when he became back to his island after staying for a long time in war and on the sea fighting and having adventure. The first movement is the movement that shows his restlessness, his bitter rejection of this quiet kind of life. 
The rhyme here is very harsh,…..Why? Because he is resenting it. He is not happy. 
It little profits that an idle king, 
By this still hearth, among these barren crags, 
Match'd with an aged wife, I mete and dole 
Unequal laws unto a savage race, 
That hoard and sleep, and feed, and know not me. 
      He is speaking about how he is not comfortable and how he is becoming an idle king. Idle means lazy, so he is not achieving anything….Why? Because he is sitting by the fire side, in his home with his old-aged wife, only enjoying the heat of the fire. "Barren crags "means the solid rocks. He is sitting surrounded by the rocks of the island. His match is with his wife, as they are both old, idle, and doing nothing. 
        What is he doing in life is governing what good or bad his people are doing. He is giving rewards or punishments to the "savage race". He is calling his people a savage race. His use of words such as "aged wife, savage race, idle king" shows that he is not satisfied, he is not happy. 
"That hoard and sleep, and feed, and know not me"
       This line was taken from Shakespeare's Hamlet. When Hamlet said that he wanted to show how people are lazy, idiot, doing nothing but eating and sleeping. This is how Ulysses is speaking about his wife, about his people, about his island. 
      Here, Ulysses is drawing a picture of his life which he resents .From his speech about his people; we feel that he is not part of them, and they are not part of him. He says that they do not know him, and of course he does not know them, as he was away for a long time, So he shows an indifference towards his people. All of the information in the poem is given to us by Ulysses, so it is a monologue. Ulysses is still talking about his self.  
I cannot rest from travel: I will drink 
Life to the lees:  All times I have enjoy'd 
Greatly, have suffer'd greatly, both with those 
That loved me, and alone; on shore, and when 
Thro' scudding drifts the rainy Hyades
      Tennyson proclaims that he cannot rest. He says, I cannot stay doing nothing, so I am going to enjoy life to the last drop of it. He feels that he is compelled to stay, although he resents staying. 
       Before coming here, he traveled, he felt happy, and he enjoyed his life. When he was fighting and traveling, he had his sailors and mariners with him, so he enjoyed his life, whether he was with his people, or whether he was alone. It is true that in war you suffer, as it is not an easy kind of life, but he has enjoyed the experience of being a fighter and being a sailor.
      Ulysses belongs to a very old culture, they did not have religion. So they believed in stars, gods, and goddesses. They believed that, after death, the great warrior will go to an island which resembles heaven. That is why they put them on the reef on the see and burn them so that they can go to this island by sea. So, there are references to those in poem. 
Vext the dim sea:  I am become a name

For always roaming with a hungry heart 
Much have I seen and known; cities of men 
And manners, climates, councils, governments, 
Myself not least, but honor'd of them all; 
And drunk delight of battle with my peers, 
Far on the ringing plains of windy Troy. 
I am a part of all that I have met;
How he is becoming a symbol for a roaming character?
       He has made himself a hero. He was a figure, a name known in history. He considers himself a symbol for everyone wanders for knowledge, roaming around for having a hungry heart for knowledge .I have seen and known many things, but still I want to see and learn more and more. So he is becoming a symbol for a roaming character that is always looking for something new to see and to learn. He saw many things and he was honored by seeing all of them. After the battle, he drank the delight of victory with his friends. I am proud of all what I have done, because I was part of all what happened. 
Yet all experience is an arch wherethro’ 
Gleams that untravell’d world whose margin fades 
For ever and forever when I move.
      He gained experiences, but still he is not satisfied, because any experience leads to another experience. He was forever and forever searching for and experiencing many new things. So he used to go through one experience that is leading to the other. Those shining and bright attraction of gaining experiences is always attracted me, It never fades away. The margin for experience is endless, it fades and disappears. So, there is no end for the margin of experience and knowledge.

How dull it is to pause, to make an end, 
To rust unburnish'd, not to shine in use! 
As tho' to breathe were life.  Life piled on life 
Were all too little, and of one to me 
Little remains:  But every hour is saved 
From that eternal silence, something more
A bringer of new things; and vile it were
    The second movement of the poem:

   He is referring to his stage in which he stood still after experiencing all these experiences. This stage is not as gleaming and lively as the situation he was describing before. The metaphor in the line "To rust unburnish'd, not to shine in use" taken from wars. If you don’t use your sword for a long time, it will rust, it will not shine anymore. So here he is saying how dull to pause, to put an end and to rust. As like the sword, if he does not go to have adventures and seek knowledge, he will rust like a sword. 
       Then he is contemplating his situation. Now he is an idle king who had grown old. The remaining of his life is not as long as it was when he was young. Now he is old and he has a short time until he dies. The life that remains for him is like piles and piles, thing that are put over each other without any use. This means that he is not enjoying them, not making use of them. He realizes that he should make use of the little remains of his life until his death to reach a new brighter thing. Although I have lost my friend and my life is miserable, but what is remaining I have to make use of it. 
For some three suns to store and hoard myself, 
And this gray spirit yearning in desire 
To follow knowledge like a sinking star, 
Beyond the utmost bounds of human thought. 

       He knows that life is continuing and he longs to encounter this and relive, to find something to do in the remaining of his life. His spirit yearns for a new kind of living other than the one that is on that island, he wants to cross the borders, to leave the island and to go to find out more adventures. 
       He still has storage of power and energy. He has been living for 3 suns, 3 decades: 10 years on wars, 10 years on the sea, and 10 years on the island after coming back. He is referring to the 10 years of his staying on the island which are the most idiot for him. Now he is fed up. He had nothing to do; he was doing nothing, so he was saving his strength, his power. Now he wants to use it.  His spirit became old and gray, but it is yearning to knowledge as a sinking star. 
The Greek myth of sinking stars :
      The sinking stars refer to another Greek myth. According to the myth, there is a place in the sea where stars sink in the morning. Here he says I want to go as far as that place like the sinking star. The sinking stars are going beyond the abilities of man, and he is aspiring to reach that. He wishes to follow the knowledge anywhere and he is ready to follow the sinking star to acquire new knowledge and to gain more experience. Of course, by doing that, he will never stop, because the sinking star comes back and sinks again. So it is endless. He will seek knowledge forever. 
· In the first two stanzas, the movement was still, tedious, not developing. The second stanzas will start describing some actions which contrasts with the first two stanzas.

· At the beginning, Ulysses was talking about himself, his wife, and his island. So it is a soliloquy. 
·     The second movement of the poem:

    In the second two stanzas, he is addressing an audience which is unknown. So, it is a dramatic monologue.
        Now he is speaking about his son, Telemachus, who will act as his successor. He is describing how his son was very efficient in ruling the island when he was not there. He is confident that when he will leave, his son will do a very good job at ruling the island. So he is not worried about his country. Since the beginning, he never shown any worries, he was fighting and he never worried about war, and he is not also worried as his son will do a good job. 
This is my son, mine own Telemachos, 
To whom I leave the sceptre and the isle- 
Well-loved of me, discerning to fulfill 
This labour, by slow prudence to make mild 
A rugged people, and thro' soft degrees 
Subdue them to the useful and the good. 
Most blameless is he, centred in the sphere

Of common duties, decent not to fail 
In offices of tenderness, and pay 
Meet adoration to my household gods, 
When I am gone.  He works his work, I mine.
       Now he is willing to escape from his responsibilities as a king and throwing the responsibility on his son. He will give him the throne and the island. He says my son loved me very well, and he made very good job. He was able to control people who used to make problems, and was able to direct them to a good kind of life. He did nothing wrong that I can blame him for. He was a good king when I was away. All his mind was centered on how to fulfill his duties. He was tender with people; he was religious person who was showing adoration to my gods. When I am gone, he can do his job very well. So let me do my work that is traveling, seeking knowledge, and fighting.
       There is no mention of his wife except in the very beginning, although the whole story was built on her. He did not even mention that when he came back he found her faithful to him. He is not interested in the domestic life. He is not interested in staying with his wife or his son. He is sure of the faithfulness of his wife, and he is sure that his son will do good. 
·     The fourth movement of the poem:
        In the last stanza, we have as shift. Now he reached a point where he is excited. At the beginning it was a dull, tedious kind of life. He was sad and melancholic. Then he was describing his son, and saying that he can do the job. But now as he decided to leave, his spirits are aroused. He has a different movement here. We have action now. 
There lies the port, the vessel puffs her sail: 
There gloom the dark broad seas.  My mariners, 
Souls that have tol'd and wrought, and thought with me- 
That ever with a frolic welcome took 
The thunder and the sunshine, and opposed 
Free hearts, free foreheads - you and I are old; 
       Here he addresses his mariners. At the beginning, he was speaking in a soliloquy describing his situation, then he was addressing an audience introducing his son, and now he is addressing his mariners, the sailors who were fighting with him and joining him in his adventures.
      Ulysses stands there on his island looking at the port. He looks at his vessels that are puffing their sails. The sails of the vessel are full of wind, ready to sail on this dark sea. 
Why he is now using an elevated language?
      The language changes when he is addressing his mariners. He is now using an elevated language. He is addressing their souls who have fought and traveled and gone through experiences with him. On the sea, they were always meeting different things, one day it would be stormy, one day the sun would be shining, but they were accepting all this with pleasure. The sailors love this feeling of facing danger, either overcoming it or be overcome by it.
       Here he is addressing their souls that were always eager for fighting anything that would come. When they were fighting, they had enemies, and also on the sea they had enemies such as the storms. They had strong hearts, their minds were clear, and they were fearless and confident.
       Now he is as old as his sailors, as when they started to go the sea, they were all young, but now after thirty years of the Trojan War, they must have grown old. So he and his soldiers are equal in being old. Most of the sailors at Ulysses' time were slaves; they were sailed to war by force. 
       So he had the choice, but the commoners did not go by their free will. But here he addresses them as their equal. He is not referring himself as a king and to them as lower. Facing danger gives them equality
Old age hath yet his honour and his toil; 
Death closes all:  but something ere the end, 
Some work of noble note, may yet be done, 
Not unbecoming men that strove with Gods. 
The lights begin to twinkle from the rocks: 
The long day wanes:  the slow moon climbs:  the deep 
Moans round with many voices.  Come, my friends, 
'Tis not too late to seek a newer world.
      We are old, but this does not mean that we are dead. Old ages has its own benefit such as wisdom. We still have our honor, our work. So being old does not mean waiting for death. Death will come to all of us, so we are also equal in death. It is true that we are old, but we should do something before we die. He declares that although they are old, and although they are having a short time till their death, they have an intention to do something honorable before they die. They must be men that still strive against even gods. 
      He is trying to put some enthusiasm in them, telling them you are growing old, you are about to die, now it is the time to start doing something before the end comes, it is now or never. The lights are twinkling from the rocks calling them before death comes. He is calling his friends saying come, as it is not too late to find out a new adventure. 
Push off, and sitting well in order smite 
The sounding furrows; for my purpose holds 
To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths 
Of all the western stars, until I die. 

       Don’t keep sitting here. Let us go forward. I intend to sail beyond the sunset, to go to the unknown, to go far away where the sun sets. Whenever you try to go further, still you can never reach the end. So he intends to go to the sunset which means infinity. He is going to where the starts take a bath in the sea. In the morning when the sun comes, the stars hide in the sea. They take a bath in the sea and go down. He will sail until he dies, so he declares that he will not come back. 

It may be that the gulfs will wash us down: 
It may be that we shall touch the Happy Isles, 
And see the great Achilles, whom we knew. 
Tho' much is taken, much abides; and tho' 
We are not now that strength which in old days 
Moved heaven and earth; that which we are, we are; 
One equal temper of heroic hearts, 
Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will 
To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.
        It may be that we might die, or maybe we will reach the happy isles. The happy isles are the islands in the Atlantic of the blessed souls where great warriors and heroes go after death. He says that he may reach this happy island and meet Achilles, the great warrior. They were fighting together in Trojan War, so they know him. 
      We are not strong as we used to be when we were young and able to move earth and heaven. Yet what still remains from the old time is what remains in our hearts. Because we are old we became weak, and our fate brought us to our country, so because of fate and time, we grew old. Although time, age, and fate made us weak in body, our strong will help us to strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.
         At the end the poem is promoting this idea, that even when people grow old, still they should continue to fight. Here he refuses to resign, to yield. He has to face life and possibilities of life. This is referring to his own state when he was devastating at the death of his friend. But this does not mean the end of his life. He has to go on living.
Why some people consider this poem an elegy?
        Some people consider this poem an elegy because although he did not refer to his friend directly, but he was referring to the domestic kind of life that he was living in with his family, with his friend. His friend was the fiancé of his sister, so they were all like a family. This is the domestic easy going life, but now he cannot continue this kind of life. He has to fight. This does not mean that he hated his friend. He cherishes his friend's memory, but still he has to go on in his life. 

1. Here we have a desire to reach knowledge, to explore. These are not only intentions of Ulysses, but also of Tennyson himself.
2.  The poem is made of four movements. 
3. The first two are inactive, restless, idle.
4.  In the last two, he was showing some actions, one done by his son, and one he wants his sailors to do. 
5.   In the poem, there is this tension between action and inaction, between staying and going, but at the end he ended this tension by deciding to leave and to proceed on in his voyage. 
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